TOMMY R. SMITH – SHOTGUN TWO ONE

by Fran McGraw


The yellow writing pad was still on his desk on that Monday morning in January 1978 when my husband, Jim, went to his office at Schofield Barracks.    Jim stared at the pad and read again what he had written.


"Schofield Barracks, Hawaii


Friday, 3:00 p.m.


Dear Tommy,"

He blinked back tears as he remembered the strong compulsion he’d had to write to his friend, Tommy Smith, on the Friday before.  Tommy was also in the Army but stationed in Turkey.  

Jim couldn't remember what happened that took him away from the letter.  He remembered only the telephone call on Saturday from Tommy's wife, Karen, to tell us his airplane had crashed in Turkey.  She didn't know yet about any survivors.


In 1966, Jim and Tommy were roommates assigned to the 221st Reconnaissance Airplane Company in Vietnam.  Both were pilots and flew the O-1 "Bird Dog," a small, single-engine observation airplane.  Jim has told the story many times about seeing Tommy asleep in his bunk for a week before he met him.  Their flying schedules were just the opposite and for the first week after Jim arrived, they didn't see each other awake.  When they finally did meet, a genuine fondness evolved.


"We were both from Texas," Jim would say.  "We had a thing for Coors Beer, Country Western music, the Dallas Cowboys, and jalapeno peppers!"


Tommy was from a small town near Fort Worth and was a tall, lean, bow-legged Texan--right out of a Western movie.  He had happy, gray-blue eyes and a sense of timing with his humorous wit that drew people to him.  His ears were attached to his head at 60-degree angles.  I guess the ears earned him the name "Tommy Mouse."  He accepted the nickname graciously and had as much fun with it as anybody.


"I'll never forget the time in Vietnam," Jim recalled, "when Tommy flew with one of the 'short timer' pilots, Norm Svarrer, whose place he was going to take out in Roc Gia Sector.  I saw them land after hearing over the radio that their plane was shot up pretty bad.  Tommy was in the back seat, and as Norm parked the aircraft near where we were standing, all I could see through the window was Tommy's nose under two of the biggest eyes I had ever seen!  It reminded me of the old ‘Kilroy Was Here’ signs.  He didn't think it was so funny, though.  It had been a pretty scary introduction to the flying in that sector."


"Tommy was so funny," Jim continued.  "At Christmastime we had a party and we were all so homesick that it was hard not to get pretty tanked up.  After a while I missed Tommy so I went to look for him.  I found him leaning over the railing on the porch outside.  He had obviously had too much to drink so I asked him, 'Tommy, what are you doing?’  He answered, 'I'm barking at the worms!'  I’ve never laughed so hard in my life!"


Tommy loved Country Western music and dubbed it "Charlie Whiskey" music.  He would come on the radio just before a special program of the music was aired in Vietnam at around ten o'clock each morning.  He would say, "All you Shotguns, get ready, it's Charlie-Whiskey time!"  If the Shotguns didn't hear from Tommy at that time each morning, they would worry that something was wrong.  Sometimes he was late, and it was always a relief to hear that Texas drawl announcing "Charlie Whiskey time."


On New Year's Eve that year in Vietnam Tommy had to fly.  Those who did not have to work there at Vinh Long enjoyed a show put on by a Country Western Band from Tennessee.  The female vocalist, Penny, was a beautiful young lady who had a very nice voice.  Jim and a cohort thought it would be great if they could get Penny to go to the airfield tower and wish Tommy a "Happy New Year" over the radio.  Penny delightfully agreed and soon found herself, with instruction from Jim and others, calling in a very sexy voice, to Tommy.


"Shotgun Two One, this is Vinh Long Tower.  Over."


Silence.


"Shotgun Two One, this is Vinh Long Tower, do you read me?  Over."


"Who's this?" they heard Tommy answer.


Silence.


"Who's calling Shotgun Two One?"


"Shotgun Two One, this is Vinh Long Tower.  My name is Penny.  I want to wish you a Happy New Year with kisses!  Over."


"Who's this again?" he asked, his voice softened a bit.


Penny replied, "My name is Penny and I want to wish you a Happy New Year."


"I don't know any Penny."


Penny then told him that she was with the band.  "If you can get here in 20 minutes, I'll buy you a drink for the New Year.  Over," she said, sweetly.


"I'm on my way!" Tommy answered.  Within five minutes they saw the lights of his aircraft and soon Penny was giving Tommy and big hug while the rest of the guys cheered!

There were several Texans in the group that received care packages from home that usually included tamales, tortillas, canned chili con carne, green chilies, and canned jalapeno peppers and various other Mexican food items.  Sunday night became the "Mexican Food" night and Jim tells the story about him and Tommy eating the hot peppers as if they were candy in front of two other pilots, Earl Williams and Howard Gentle.  Earl was from back east and kept staring at Jim and Tommy while they were eating the peppers.


"Are those really hot?" he asked.


"Naw, they're not bad," Tommy answered.  "Here try one.  If you find it's too hot, just eat a cracker and that'll take care of it."  Earl ate one and his eyes began to water.  He grabbed his throat and appeared to not be able to breath.  He moved to the sink and began drinking water from the faucet.  Jim and Tommy kept telling him to eat crackers instead of drinking water.  Earl ignored them and headed for the bar where he began to drink whiskey.  From that time on when he saw Jim and Tommy eating peppers, he would call them names not fit to mention!


Jim and Tommy's friendship grew and they were glad when they were both assigned to the Army Aviation Flight Center at Fort Stewart, Georgia.  Karen and I became good friends, and Jim and I and our two children adored their little daughter, Kelli.  We made friends with other couples, partied and bowled together and the guys played a lot of golf.  One of the other couples, Richard and Monica LaHue, are still our good friends.


"Richard, Tommy and I arranged to take a cross-country training flight one time," Jim tells.  "Richard hadn't started flight school yet, so we thought it would be a good idea for him to get some 'right seat time.'  We were pretty mean to Richard, I guess, because we gave him a flight helmet without the insert that would make it fit his head.  The helmet kept falling down over his eyes and Tommy and I giggled at Richard's expense all the way to Texas!  We finally gave him the insert and when he realized what we had done, he wasn't very happy with us, but Tommy and I had the time of our lives trying to impress Richard with our flying skills.  I didn't impress either Tommy or Richard very much, though, when I landed at Meacham Field in Fort Worth trying to do a 'wheelie' in the old 'Beaver' aircraft!  Tommy was in the back and I didn't know he had taken his seatbelt off.  After the first bump, he scrambled around trying to get it fastened.  He kept on saying, 'McGraw, I'm gonna kill you!'"


One Halloween while we were at Fort Stewart, Tommy and Karen had a party at their house after the kids came in from "Trick or Treating."  Again, the party was pretty lively and we all, no doubt, had more than we should have had to drink.  Jim found Tommy outside once more and this time Tommy swore he was trying to get his friend "Ralph" to buy a "Buick"!


At Christmastime that year our litter of Sheltie puppies turned six weeks old, just ready to be presents from Santa Claus.  Tommy and Karen bought a little male for Kelli and called him "O'Rourke."  Jim asked Tommy why in the world he would want to name a puppy O'Rourke.  "Well," answered Tommy, "in case I get sick again and have to go outside, my neighbors will think I'm calling my dog!"


In 1969, less than two years later, Tommy, Richard and Jim had orders to go back to Vietnam.  First though, they were sent to Fort Rucker, Alabama, where they all three learned to fly the Army's OV-1 "Mohawk" airplane.  The "Mohawk" was a turbo-prop, twin-engine aircraft, the most sophisticated the Army had.


"I was the first to go to Mohawk School," Jim recalled, "so I arrived in Vietnam ahead of Tommy and Richard.  We had hoped to be in the same unit, but I was assigned to Headquarters at Long Binh, Richard went way up North to Phu Bai, and Tommy went to 'Vung Tau on-the-beach’ to fly Mohawks.  I went to see Tommy on weekends and we always had a blast!  Wherever Tommy Mouse was, there was a party."


Some years later, Tommy, Karen and Kelli flew from New York in a small airplane to see us at Fort Benning, Georgia.  During the trip, the engine failed and Tommy landed the plane safely in a cow pasture.  When the problem was fixed, he flew it out.  That seemed pretty incredible to me.  Jim's voice choked as he remembered the incident.  "Tommy was a good pilot," he said.  "He was the only other man I knew that loved flying as much as I did.  I would have flown with him anytime, anywhere."


Karen called again on Sunday to tell us that Tommy had died at about four o'clock on Saturday afternoon when his U-21 crashed into a mountainside in Turkey.

"I remember what a strong, tugging feeling I had when I started to write to him that Friday," Jim recalled.  "I looked at the yellow writing pad for a long time that next Monday morning and I thought and thought about Tommy.  I’m really going to miss that guy."
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